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TRANSDISCIPLINARITY IN
EXPERIENCE DESIGN
A global survey of ExD/XD programs in higher education
► YVONNE HOUY, PH.D // INTERDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH

► PROJECT DESCRIPTION
An experience is not an amorphous construct; it is as real an offering as any service, good, or commodity. In today’s
service economy, many companies simply wrap experiences around their traditional offerings to sell them better. To
realize the full benefit of staging experiences, however, businesses must deliberately design engaging experiences...
		Joseph Pine II and James H. Gilmore, “Welcome to the Experience Economy,” Harvard Business Review (1998)

Why participate in face-to-face meetings or co-located events? Why visit a museum or attend a concert? In
our age of ubiquitous devices and digital media it is the perceived value of the end-to-end experience that
brings people to a place. “Welcome to the Experience Economy”: The title of this article is more apt today
than when it was published.
What does it mean to “design” for the experience economy? In hospitality and retail, during cultural events
and even medical procedures, at home and at work: The full range of human activities can benefit from
design committed to creating engaging experiences. Designing an end-to-end experience requires experts in
a wide range of disciplines committed to an interdisciplinary collaboration that can arrive at transdisciplinary
design - the sum becomes greater than its parts.
This poster provides a brief overview about current trends associated with “Experience Design” (XD or ExD)
especially as it related to higher education. It’s important to note that ExD/XD is an area adjacent to, but
distinct from user experience design (UX). While UX focuses on digital media, ExD/XD focuses on the end-toend design of an event, product, or process, which might include UX.
ExD/XD concept is big business. Global IT firm SAP (Systems, Applications and Products) has doubled down
on designing for the experience economy, with the $8 billion purchase of experience management (XM)
software company Qualtrics in 2019. The tagline from the SAP website in Summer 2019 encapsulates the key
themes in ExD/XD:
“How do people feel about your business?
SAP Experience Management lets you learn what matters most to each customer, what inspires every employee,
and how to win in the experience economy.”

After 5 years of research and iterative design experimentation, SAP is set to replicate design processes
that create data-supported positive end-to-end user experiences. This emphasis on meaningful, inspiring,
emotionally engaging design extends to SAP employee “users” as well: New buildings for the fast-growing
company are carefully designed to inspire collaboration, productivity, and employee comfort. The “Experience
SAP” building at SAP HQ in Walldorf, Germany, shows the centrality of design and the arts in ExD:
• Architecture, interior, landscape and sound design actively engage the senses.
• Graphic and fine arts infuse common and work areas, as well as digital spaces.
• Choreography of engaged hospitality with the feel of authenticity plays an integral role.
A concept sketch
by UNLV EED.

“Experience SAP” showcases commitment to transdisciplinary design in which the fine and performing arts
and design fields are seamlessly integrated.
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My research into how English-speaking higher education globally interprets ExD/XD shows the phrase
”Experience Design” has been adopted by many fields: architectural, interior, graphic and digital design,
business and hospitality management, and theatre. While there is usually at least a nod to interdisciplinary
collaboration in program descriptions, none of the programs offers expertise in the broad range of disciplines
necessary for creating end-to-end engaging experiences. The example of “Experience SAP” shows how
expertise in the arts and design fields are integrated with civil engineering, hospitality, business, psychology,
digital UX design, and even data analysis when an engaging experience becomes the committed goal of
design. Ultimately, commitment to transdisciplinarity seems lacking in currently offered ExD/XD programs.
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